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Ralston  Crawford  was  born  in  1906  in  St.  Catharines,  On- 
tario, and  spent  his  childhood  in  Buffalo,  New  York.  After 
training  at  the  Otis  Art  Institute,  Los  Angeles,  and  the 
Pennsylvania  Academy  of  the  Fine  Arts,  Philadelphia,  he 
settled  in  New  York  City.  Apart  from  a  few  years  spent  in 
rural  Pennsylvania  (193  5-39)  and  brief  teaching  stints 
around  the  country,  New  York  remained  Crawford's  pri- 
mary residence  until  his  death  in  1978. 

Crawford  emerged  in  the  late  1930s  as  a  major  practitioner 
of  Precisionism,  the  sharp,  hard-edged  realist  style  popu- 


Overseas  Highway,  1939.  Oil  on  canvas,  28  x  45  inches.  The  Regis  Collection,  Minneapolis. 


larized  by  Charles  Sheeler  and  Charles  Demuth.  Coming  at 
the  close  of  the  Depression,  Crawford's  crisp,  precise  de- 
pictions of  the  American  scene,  with  their  optimistic  affir- 
mations of  the  industrial  future,  won  immediate  renown. 
He  became  one  of  the  young  stars  of  the  art  world. 

World  War  II  found  Crawford  in  the  Air  Force,  translating 
meteorological  data  into  visually  comprehensible  weather 
maps.  As  a  result  of  this  experience,  he  was  the  only  artist 
chosen  to  document  the  atomic  bomb  test  at  Bikini  Atoll  in 
1946.  In  contrast  to  his  earlier  work,  the  fractured,  spiked 
forms  of  paintings  such  as  Test  Able  bespoke  a  world 
whose  stability  and  assurance  had  been  irrevocably  lost. 


Test  Able,  1946.  Oil  on  canvas,  23^/8  x  175/8  inches.  Georgia  Museum 
of  Art,  The  University  of  Georgia,  Athens;  Eva  Underhill  Holbrook 
Collection  of  American  Art;  Gift  of  Alfred  H.  Holbrook. 


Following  World  War  II,  Crawford's  approach  to  painting 
became  increasingly  geometric — a  style  diametrically  op- 
posed to  Abstract  Expressionism,  which  was  then  domi- 
nating American  avant-garde  painting.  But  Crawford 
tenaciously  adhered  to  his  own  aesthetic  vision,  producing 
work  which  ranks  among  the  best  geometric  painting  of 
those  years.  In  the  process,  his  expressive  and  rational  geo- 
metries sustained  an  important  current  in  twentieth- 
century  modernism,  one  which  reemerged  forcefully  in 
American  art  during  the  1960s. 

In  addition  to  painting,  Crawford  was  a  consummate  pho- 
tographer. Most  of  his  work  in  this  medium  falls  into  two 
thematic  categories:  images  of  vernacular  American  archi- 
tecture— factories,  docks,  cemeteries — and  documentary 
pictures  of  genre  subjects.  As  in  Sanford  Tanks,  his  archi- 
tectural photographs  often  relate  directly  to  his  painting 


Seville,  At  the  Cathedral,  1974.  Oil  on  canvas,  40  x  60  inches.  Ralston  Crawford  Estate, 
New  York. 
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Dancer  at  TijiAana  (Huh,  1951-52.  Silver 
gelatin  print,  9/1  x  7/2  inches.  Ralston 
Crawford  Estate,  New  York. 


St.  Louis  Cemetery,  New  Orleans,  1950s. 
Silver  gelatin  print,  9 'A  x  6V16  inches. 
Ralston  Crawford  Estate,  New  York. 
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Ralston  Crawford  by  Barbara  Haskell.  160  pages;  149  il- 
lustrations, 50  in  color.  Paper  $20.00.  Four-color  exhibi- 
tion poster  of  Overseas  Highway,  1939,  24/2  x  34V2 
inches.  $10.00.  Published  by  the  Whitney  Museum  of 
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subjects.  Indeed,  a  comparison  between  the  two  media  re- 
veals that  however  abstract  his  paintings  appear,  they  are 
always  based  on  something  perceived.  Crawford's  output 
of  genre  photographs  increased  markedly  after  his  visit  to 
New  Orleans  in  1949.  Over  the  next  twenty-eight  years  he 
traveled  frequently  to  the  city  to  listen  to  its  music  and 
photographically  chronicle  its  world — its  buildings,  jazz 
men,  nightclubs,  and  street  parades.  These  years  also  mark 
Crawford's  intense  involvement  with  lithography,  a  medi- 
um in  which  he  again  often  recycled  images  from  his  paint- 
ings and  photographs. 

Despite  the  often  strong  abstract  character  of  Crawford's 
work,  he  never  forfeited  his  allegiance  to  subject  matter 
and  never  allowed  geometry  to  triumph  over  expression. 
His  unflinching  pursuit  of  an  art  which  was  at  times  un- 
popular remains  a  model  of  vindicated  artistic  integrity. 

Barbara  Haskell,  Curator 


Sanford  Tanks,  1938.  Oil  on  canvas,  36  x  28  Gas  Tanks,  1938.  Silver  gelatin  print, 

inches.  Collection  of  Joseph  Helman.  6  x  4  ^  inches.  Ralston  Crawford  Estate, 

New  York. 
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